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Severe drought has caused food shortages in Cuba, forcing the government to ask for international
assistance. The US has promised to participate in a UN food-aid program, but Cuba may not accept
any aid that comes from the US with strings attached. The drought, which has affected five eastern
provinces, is considered the worst on record. This is the second year of scarce rainfall. UN teams
inspected the areas in July and estimated that more than 500,000 people would need US$7 million in
food and other assistance (see NotiCen, 08/06/98).
In early September, the UN asked for donations for a US$20.5 million food-aid program for Cuba.
The UN's World Food Program (WFP) now estimates the losses in crops and livestock at US$275
million and a loss of 608,562 metric tons of grain.

US to participate in aid shipments
The State Department announced Sept. 3 that the US would participate in the aid program. A State
Department spokesperson said the UN request was a humanitarian matter and had nothing to do
with politics. However, anti-Castro members of the House, Ileana Ros- Lehtinen (R-FL), Lincoln
Diaz-Balart (R-FL), and Robert Menendez (D-NJ), wrote Secretary of State Madeleine Albright to
oppose US aid. They argued that giving aid to Cuba would be "an unjust and condemnable reward
for Castro's brutality." Their opposition centers on distribution. They maintain that the aid will be
taken over by the Cuban government and not distributed to the needy.
By contrast, the head of Cambio Cubano, dissident leader Eloy Gutierrez Menoyo, called on the US
authorities to participate in the aid program. Responding to the legislators' letter, he said, "Those
who, from their comfortable and cushioned lives, support inhuman positions and try to make
politics out of the tragedy of our people will only receive the shame of history." State Department
officials say US contributions will be distributed by nongovernmental agencies in Cuba such as
the Catholic Church and not by the Cuban government. They expect these stipulations will satisfy
conservatives in Congress, such as Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC), who favor humanitarian aid but under
strict distribution requirements.
The anti-Castro exile organization Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) also supports
US participation provided distribution is handled by international organizations. However, US
distribution requirements could conflict with the UN intention to turn distribution over to the WFP,
which would channel the aid through hospitals, clinics, and schools. According to a report in the
Miami newspaper El Nuevo Herald, Cuban dissident journalists say the Cuban government has
manipulated production figures, exaggerating the severity of conditions in the eastern provinces.
Humberto Illas, an activist in dissident organizations, said that figures in the official government
newspaper Granma show that production of food crops is at or above normal levels. "Certainly
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the drought has hurt, especially the water supply, but it is also certain that the government is
exaggerating the drought to get aid from abroad," said Illas. A week after the State Department
promised US cooperation, the Cuban government said it would accept no aid that had conditions
attached or that was identified as coming from the US. [Sources: Xinhua, 09/01/98; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 09/04/98, 09/05/98; Notimex, 09/03/98, 09/10/98]
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